Analyzing biographies is a main field of qualitative social research that studies individuals' sensemaking in regard to transitions and life projects. The paper presents concepts for linking the macrosocial and micro-social levels in life course analysis. First, the concept of "status passage" is reviewed, with a focus on social structure, institutions, and biography. Second, the concept of "selfsocialization" is introduced, highlighting the notion of the "biographical actor". Third, recent elaborations of the concept of "agency" in life course research are discussed. Fourth, two examples of qualitative longitudinal research are presented: one on occupational careers, another on the process of family formation. Finally, methodological implications are sketched.
Introduction
Qualitative life course research aims at reconstructing biographies with a focus on decisions and actions in the life spheres of education, work, family, and retirement from narrative interviews, whereas quantitative methods register the course of events and transitions from questionnaires, aiming at discovering sequences and standard patterns (event history). HEINZ, Walter R. "Conceptual foundations of qualitative life course research", Sociologia, Revista da Faculdade de Letras da Universidade do Porto, Número Temático -Famílias e Curso de Vida. Potencialidades, limites e desafios metodológicos, pp. 20 -37
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What is a biography in the social sciences? A life story told to another person, the subjective view of a life course, the curriculum vitae (CV), as a series of expectations, experiences, and outcomes. In contrast to an algorhythm, a biography is a reflected look into the person's past, comprising aspirations, goals, life events, social relationships, and turning points, a balance of gains and losses.
Qualitative Research does not test hypotheses but follows a heuristic methodology which permits empirically based accounts of perceived means-and-ends relations or subjective causality in individual lives. It uses methods of discovery (Abbott, 2004) , most often procedures in the framework of Grounded Theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) .
There are several methods: open narratives, more structured interviews like the Focused Interview or the Problem-Centred Interview ("PCI", Witzel and Reiter, 2012) , using an interview guide. Applying such methods requires a solid footing in state-of-the-art research, a careful elaboration of themes in order to succeed in (re)constructing the meaning people attach to their living circumstances, transitions, and life plans.
The theoretical background of qualitative life course research is interpretative sociology in the tradition of symbolic interactionism (Blumer ,1969) which assumes that social structure, interaction and actions are linked and also affect each other over time.
This perspective is expressed very well by Strauss (1992, 3) : "We cannot make adequate microscopic studies without careful and precise identification of relevant structural conditions nor adequately understand macroscopic structures and actions without considering the identity conditions that impinge on the macroscopic".
In life course research, the most advanced proposal is Glen Elder's (Elder and O'Rand, 1995; Elder, Johnson, and Crosnoe, 2003) approach for linking mechanisms between society and personality in a time and place related framework, recently with the emphasis on "agency" by which individuals construct their own life course in the historical context of opportunities and constraints.
Notions like "agency within structures" and "bounded agency" indicate the complexity of the task to study life courses as biographies and are crucial for better understanding how people develop subjectively meaningful and coherent biographies in response to objectively contingent life courses. Therefore, a sophisticated research agenda must start with a mapping of the social and economic conditions and the institutional environment as contexts of biographical actions (Shanahan and Macmillan 2008 Today, life trajectories are joint ventures of biographical actors, institutional gatekeepers, opportunity structures, social networks, and living circumstances that demand an active shaping of life phases. This puts agency into the spotlight and requires studying biographies as moving targets, as more or less successful arrangements of projected and realized transitions and trajectories. On the micro-social level, passages from one statusconfiguration to another are based on decisions between options and pathways. Moving between social locations, from family to school, vocational education and training (VET), higher education, and employment, from cohabitation to marriage and to parenthood, must be arranged in the context of institutionalized time-tables and negotiated in the social network.
The individual construction of a biography, thus, is guided by institutional standards, models, and social relationships. Furthermore, it must cope with the unequal distribution of material, educational, and social resources. Such limitations, however, must not be experienced as fateful constraints -they can be overcome by individual agency, interpersonal support, and social assistance. By initiating and accomplishing status transformations and by overcoming obstacles, young people develop negotiation HEINZ, Walter R. "Conceptual foundations of qualitative life course research", Sociologia, Revista da Faculdade de Letras da Universidade do Porto, Número Temático -Famílias e Curso de Vida. Potencialidades, limites e desafios metodológicos, pp. 20 -37 experiences that contribute to the competence of biographical action in face of changing social contexts and institutional arrangements.
Status Passage
In their book "Status Passage", Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss (1971) For qualitative life course research the focus is on the actors' aspirations, competence, and awareness in regard to pathways, options, and outcomes. Individual agency dominates when a status passage is under little institutional control, has a specified awareness context, and is independent and reversible. However, independent status passages are rare since according to the life course paradigm (Elder: "linked lives"), there are no single passages. This is evident in regard to the process of family formation from getting to know each other, cohabitation, and marriage to parenthood.
The proposed classification serves at least two purposes: first, to distinguish between several types of status passages with more or less scope for biographical action and second, to assess the latitude for negotiating the timing and duration, that is for shaping individual passages.
The social mechanism of status passage alerts researchers to observe and to understand the different ways by which the actors coordinate the relationship between multiple status changes and overlapping, sometimes conflicting pathways across time.
Self-socialization
In contrast to the traditional notion of socialization, which emphasized the internalization of norms and values, I defined self-socialization as the process of learning and coming to terms with the outcomes of one's own decisions and actions by constructing a subjectively meaningful link between the biographical past and future in the present (Author, 2002).
As pointed our above, cultural modernization, the flexibilization of careers, the pluralization and differentiation of family trajectories, and the weakening of 
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pathways across the life course. The individual timing and duration of transitions are informed but not determined by shared cultural meanings, institutionalized guidelines, and social networks which facilitate -and sometimes restrict -the pursuit of life projects.
Self-socialization highlights that people learn from their actions and the appraised consequences as central mechanism of constructing a subjective reality that is linked to changing social contexts. The components of self-socialization in the life course are mental and emotional representations of experiences with significant others (foremost partner, spouse, children, relatives), institutional gate-keepers like teachers or personnel managers, and the appraisal of outcomes of biographical actions. Self-socialization promotes biographical reflexivity in regard of exploring, initiating, and evaluating transitions, social relationships, and status sequences. One's own life course is the major context of selfsocialization because it is constructed as an emergent structure from appraised outcomes of the persons' actions concerning the investment in, the timing, and duration of transitions and life phases.
Agency and life course dynamics
The concept of agency has been introduced in life course research quite late. Hitlin and Elder (2007) called agency "a curiously abstract concept". It is used with different meanings: as human capacity to make a choice, as individual resources, as behaviour that reflects intention, and as the social and physical structuring of choices.
The first meaning is the one that fits biographical research best. Agency as the capacity for making choices implies awareness, the ability to act intentionally, planfully, and reflexively in a temporal mode. The matter of time-horizon is crucial because it relates to the timing of transitions and the coordination of potentially conflicting institutional prescriptions and interpersonal expectations with the persons' biographical rhythm. Reflexive self-development in the sense of self-guidance becomes mandatory: the self-asagent initiates and appraises actions which accumulate experiences and become building blocks of the person's biography.
Since the contexts of the life course change from cohort to cohort and differ within cohorts according to the distribution of economic and social resources, socialization as a self-initiated learning mechanism gains in importance.
Transitions and life phases require persons to integrate their experiences and socially anchored knowledge and practices into their respective biographical project which centres on balancing work and family without giving up one's self-direction. Such a transformation is based on the exercise of agency.
Nominating agency as a core concept of socialization in a life course perspective means to take into account the persons' capacity for actively shaping their biography by responding to the temporal, institutional, and social dimensions of their life. This view is also expressed by Glen Elder (and O'Rand, 1995; 457) : "Despite the empirical evidence on links between life transitions, the agency of individuals and their life choices ensure some degree of loose coupling between social transitions and stages."
From my point of view, the main challenge for qualitative research is to illuminate the social mechanisms which operate in the sphere of loose coupling -one candidate could be self-socialization.
A most recent elaboration of "agency" by Hitlin and Johnson (2015) Obama's famous slogan "Yes, we can" seems to be the subtext of this version of "agency" which is typical for the optimism in the USA: to make it against all odds. The German subtext would refer to the responsibility of institutions and the welfare state to facilitate the exercise of agency, especially in the domains of education and employment. The subtext in Portugal very likely tells you to rely on family, relatives, and neighbours.
Research examples
The examples are very condensed reports from a research program carried out in the 1990s.
We conducted a longitudinal mixed methods study with young adults in two German cities with different job markets and unemployment rates in the 1990s (Author et al., 1998 , Author, 1999 . Research questions focused on the extent to which there was a decoupling of vocational education and training (VET) and job start and how the work biographies of young adults were related to their planning of family transitions: How do young skilled workers come to terms with changing opportunities in regard to career decisions and how do their job experiences influence the timing of forming a family?
Based on a series of problem centred interviews (Witzel and Reiter, 2012) with 120 young skilled women and men representing six occupations (crafts, office, and trades) over a period of ten years, we constructed two empirically grounded typologies of modes of
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biographical action orientations in the life course domains of work and family (based on a data bank with over 770,000 lines of text).
We explained the modes of biographical action as resulting from self-socialization in the transition process from vocational education and training to employment. The modes varied according to transition contingencies, stretched across work and non-work situations, and they generated different patterns of life course decisions. The typologies were heuristic devices for reconstructing the different ways by which young adults actively shaped their transitions in the employment system and how they anticipated the timing of family formation.
First, there is the summary of the action orientations in the field of occupation (see Witzel and Kühn, 2000) .
We distinguished three main biographical action orientations:
1. Status Arrangement, comprising two modes: Identification with the firm, good relationships with colleagues and management are important; and Wage-worker Habitus:
Employment is regarded as a necessity and burden, job security and improvement of work conditions are central. 3. Personal Autonomy, also in two modes: Pursuing Preferences, occupation and job are perceived as spaces for self-development; and Self-employment Habitus, autonomy is highly valued and risks are taken for becoming an independent artisan, shop keeper or businessman.
These action orientations document a wide range of social mechanisms, invoking subjective causality for linking experiences with the opportunity structures and employment experiences.
The majority of young skilled workers were shaping their occupational biography in the traditional frameworks of Status Arrangement and Career Ambition, with gender differences: identification with the firm was dominant for women, wage worker habitus for men. The two modes of Career Ambition were used by more men than women in the shaping of their careers. A minority of the young skilled women and men were shaping Our exploratory study suggests that there is a correspondence between the modes of biographical action, the handling of transition discontinuities, and the personal shaping of further career lines. The young skilled workers, whose transition sequences we began to record over a period of ten years, starting before they graduated from VET, developed different modes of subjective causality for reflecting on their training and work experiences. They were drawing conclusions about their decisions in the past and were planning their future according their respective mode of biographical action orientation.
There is a lack of studies that investigate how young adults are constructing the process of family planning in reference to their work biography. Therefore, in a further step of analyzing the interview transcripts of our qualitative sample, Thomas Kühn (2004) developed a typology of the biographical shaping of family formation during the years after graduating from VET, when the respondents were in their early twenties.
Biographical planning was introduced as a heuristic concept in order to understand the time horizon and the interlocking of family plans with the work career. The concept builds on Anthony Giddens (1991: 85) : "Life planning is a means of preparing a course of further actions mobilised in terms of the self's biography."
In Germany's labour market, which is structured by occupational qualifications, the timing of family formation is strongly influenced by the young workers' career. In this structural context, young people must find ways of arranging their timing of family transitions with an ambivalent mixture of interpersonal expectations, cultural models, social norms, and resources. Moreover, the gendered division of the life course domains of family and work has lost its normative obligation. There are ambivalent guiding principles: domestic happiness (children, housing, and living standard) and occupational success as HEINZ, Walter R. "Conceptual foundations of qualitative life course research", Sociologia, Revista da Faculdade de Letras da Universidade do Porto, Número Temático -Famílias e Curso de Vida. Potencialidades, limites e desafios metodológicos, pp. 20 -37 33 well, and reconciling employment and family life (for women: "three-phase-model":
working, child birth, interrupting employment, returning to the job market; for men: continued employment as main household provider). This perspective makes for uncertain planning and requires young women and men to actively coordinate the occupational and interpersonal aspects of their biography and to anticipate how to synchronize each others living patterns. For young people, linking lives is a process of creating a joint status passage by negotiating the right time for family transitions.
Our typology of biographical plans for shaping family transitions (Kühn, 2014) shows how young skilled workers anticipated the transition to parenthood in coordination with their occupational biography. Several types of biographical planning were distinguished, grouped into three main groups: 
